Abstract. Children are increasingly born into cohabiting parent families, but we know little to date about the implications of this family pattern for children's lives. We examine whether children born into premarital cohabitation and first marriages experience similar rates of parental disruption, and whether marriage among cohabiting parents enhances union stability. These issues are important because past research has linked instability in family structure with lower levels of child well-being. Drawing on the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth, we find that white, black and Hispanic children born to cohabiting parents experience greater levels of instability than children born to married parents. Moreover, black and Hispanic children whose cohabiting parents marry do not experience the same levels of family stability as those born to married parents; among white children, however, the marriage of cohabiting parents raises levels of family stability to that experienced by children born in marriage. The findings from this paper contribute to the debate about the benefits of marriage for children.
Cohabitation has become an increasingly common family form in the United States. Over half of young adults have cohabited, and cohabitation is now the typical path to marriage (Bumpass & Lu 2000; Bumpass 1998) . While cohabitation is popularly viewed as a childless union, increasingly children are being born or raised in cohabiting parent families (Casper & Bianchi 2002; Manning 2001; Bumpass & Lu 2000) . Estimates suggest that approximately two-fifths of all children will live in a cohabiting family at some point before adulthood (Bumpass & Lu 2000) .
Despite the increase in children's experience of cohabitation, relatively little is known about the implications of cohabitation for children's well-being (Manning 2002; Smock 2000) . One fundamental dimension of well-being to evaluate is the relative stability of cohabitation and marriage from the viewpoint of children. A large body of literature demonstrates that family * An earlier draft of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the National Council on Family Relations in Minneapolis, Minnesota on 11 November 2000. structure has important effects on children, with deleterious ones for children who experience parental separation (McLanahan & Sandefur 1994; Seltzer 1994) . While some of this effect is due to changes in income and other factors, there is also some evidence that the number of changes in family structure is important (Wu 1996; Wu & Martinson 1993) . The fewer the changes, the better for children.
The issue of union stability is particularly relevant for assessing the implications of the dramatic rise in cohabitation for children's well-being in the United States. A well-known difference between cohabitation and marriage is that cohabiting unions are generally quite short-lived. Although a substantial proportion of cohabitations lead to marriage, many end in separation ( To date, however, there is little direct knowledge about how cohabitation compares to marriage in terms of stability for children. Only a handful of studies have examined this issue, and none have used nationally representative samples to explicitly compare trajectories for white, black and Latino children born within cohabiting versus marital unions (e.g., Bumpass & Lu 2000; Graefe & Lichter 1999; Landale & Hauan 1992) . This paper thus examines the early life course of children born into premarital cohabiting unions, contrasting the stability of their parents' unions to those of children born in first marriages. We determine whether and to what extent being born into a cohabiting couple increases the likelihood of experiencing the end of parents' unions, as well as whether the marriage of cohabiting parents promotes stability and equalizes the experiences of children born to cohabiting versus married parents. Throughout, we focus on similarities and differences for Hispanic, black and white children because of evidence that the prominence and role of cohabitation in family formation varies by race and ethnicity.
Background and significants
The trend in children's experience of cohabitation is upwards. Overall, the proportion of cohabitations with children present increased from 28 to 41% between the early 1978 and 2000 (Casper & Bianchi 2002; Fields & Casper 2001) . However, the percentage of children born within cohabiting unions increased much more dramatically, doubling between 1980-84 and 1990-94, and now accounting for almost one in eight births in the US (Bumpass & Lu 2000) . In fact, cohabitation accounts for much of the recent trend in nonmarital childbearing; the share of births to unmarried mothers who were
